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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This thesis began as a personal search into the reasons behind
the under-representation of women artists throughout history. The
results of my extensive research suggests that women artists were
and continue to be under-represented because of an existing
patriarchial social order that fears and devalues the feminine
nature. In its formative years, patriarchy suppressed the knowledge
of a matriarchal past by creating the illusion that society was rooted
in patriarchy. Repression of this knowledge denied women access to
their feminine roots and thereby an appreciation of their feminine
nature. But recent archaeological evidence is turning the tables on
these long-held patriarchal beliefs. The evidence presented by
archaeologists strongly suggests that ancient Paleolithic societies
were matriarchal. That female dieties were once worshipped
supports the theory that the feminine was held in reverence. The
reasons underlying the downfall of the matriarchy and, thereby, the
devaluation of the feminine interests me as I hope it will others
searching for understanding.
Following recent archaeological discoveries and new scientific
tools, questions concerning the origins of social order has scientists
re-evaluating their old theories. The use of microscopy, infrared and
ultraviolet photography to examine both the overpainting and the
underlying scratches on Paleolithic cave walls is uncovering new
information. By piecing together the accumulated evidence, support
for the theory of an ancient social order based on the worship of a
Goddess is growing. Scientific writer Alexander Marshack bases his
support for the theory on Paleolithic peoples need to explain the
natural forces that they observed in human and animal life. He
asserts that the Goddess was both the sacred female and sacred
nature.1 With this new perspective lies the implication that an
ancient matriarchy preceded the current patriarchy.
But while not all scientists are in agreement on the issue of the
existence of an ancient matriarchy many, including archaeologist
Marija Gimbutas, agree that ancient cultures were matrifocal,
woman-centered, and matrilineal. Gimbutas also supports the theory
that a society existed in which one gender did not exercise control
over the other but rather complemented one another. 2
In 1961, the discovery of Catal Huyuk in Anatolia, Turkey
provided scientists with well preserved artifacts that supports the
theory of Goddess worship by ancient peoples. British archaeologist
James Mettaart found many Goddess shrines built during the
seventh millennium B.C.E. to be exceptionally well-preserved.
Mettaart's belief that the feminine held a central role in ancient
society is based on the evidence ofGoddess worship. The consistent
depiction of a Goddess taking on the various roles representative of
the life cycles ofwomen is shown through paintings and sculpture.
These representations labeled Triple Goddess by Mettaart
symbolizes the young maiden, the birth-giving matron, and the
withered old woman. Other associations are with the moon (waxing,
full, and waning), and with the three worlds (heaven, earth, and the
underworld). The worship of the Goddess by Paleolithic peoples
closely associates the feminine with the life-giving and life-taking
properties of the earth, according to Mettaart. It is through this
1 Elinor W. Gadon, The Once and Future Goddess (New York: HarperCollins,
1989), 10.
2 Ibid., 30.
association that the identification ofwomen with the Earth-Mother
and later the Goddess takes place.3
Many examples of ancient art exist throughout the world that
reinforce the connection of the Goddess with the life force. Included
are female fertility sculptures, the one which most people are
familiar with is the Earth Mother ofWillendorf from Austria. Other
less familiar sculptures show the Earth Mother as the life-taker. This
view of humanity as a part of nature, and death as a part of life is
consistent with the Goddess religion.
In addition, the complementary nature of the Goddess religion
is significant and impacted on the placement of ancient Goddess
religious sanctuaries in relation to the earth's geological features. In
Crete, for example, they are consistently placed in relation to the
hills, rivers, and mountains which symbolize a direct link with the
Great Mother's body.
The decline of the Goddess culture took place over many
centuries, according to art historian Elinor W. Gadon who discusses
its demise in her book, The Once and Future Goddess. Gadon
concludes that invasions by warlike nomadic peoples from the
Asiatic and European North overran the centers of the Goddess
culture. They brought with them their sky gods who ruled from the
heavens like despots. Monotheism, the belief that there is only one
deity', followed. But the Goddess continued to survive even while
biblical writers would have readers believe otherwise.
For 30,000 years the Goddess religion persisted and according
to Gadon it prevailed throughout history in many forms, the most
recent being a nature-based witchcraft. The craft ofwitches involved
3 Ibid., 23.
the use of healing herbs for curing the sick and included herbs used
specifically for women and birth control. Fearing the loss of control
over women and their bodies, the ruling patriarchy took drastic
controlling measures. Instituting a frenzy ofwitch burnings in 1500
C.E., an attempt by the patriarchy to extinguish witchcraft and the
last shreds of Goddess worship began. Witchcraft did not die but
survived underground for many years until its recent world-wide
Renaissance.
Despite these suppressive measures, the Earth-Goddess
continued to exist in many forms. According to anthropologist
Raphael Patai, the Goddess continued to play an important role in
Hebrew religion until the fall of the first temple and the Babylonian
Exile in 586 BCE. Patai's source is the Hebrew bible where the
Hebrew Goddess Asherah, who she asserts is the manifestation of the
Great Goddess, is mentioned more than forty times. 4
Other examples include cults that worship the virgin. The cult
of the black virginwhich has its roots in the Earth-Goddess-still
exists in such places as Mexico and Poland.
The exclusive authority of one universal male god in Western
culture goes back less than 1,700 years to the conversion of the
Roman Emperor Constantine in 320 C.E. when patriarchy and its
accompanying misogyny commenced, according to Gadon.5
When the balance changed, the exclusive identification of the
feminine with the dark side of human nature predominated. It was
this feminine identification with wildness, irrationality, and
sexuality that the patriarchy feared. The power of the feminine was
seen as threatening to the established social order of patriarchy
because it was deemed uncontrollable. During the age of the
4 Ibid., 171.
5 Ibid., xiv.
Goddess these same qualities were accepted and venerated as part of
the diversity of nature. Whereas the Goddess culture accepted both
male and female aspects as important for balance, the patriarchy
separated them according to a hierarchy that priviledged the male.
This division created an imbalance allowing the patriarchy to wield
power and to crush the feminine. All that was most valued in the
Goddess culture was devalued in patriarchal society. In many cases
women who loved the old religion had to guard their lives carefully.
Many lost their lives during the 1200-1400C.E. witch hunts and
burnings. Female initiation traditions which taught women all the
stages of a woman's life from maiden through mother through wise
old woman were lost. Finally, the knowledge of the power of the
feminine came through only in fairy tales, folklore, trance states,
and night dreams.
Regaining the lost knowledge is a source of empowerment for
women today and an inspiration for artists. Research for this thesis
uncovered knowledge of a Goddess-based religion that was the
foundation for the sculptural body ofwork, Sculptured Spirituality.
The work is a celebration of the dark and mysterious forces in life
and death and projects a mantle of respect and reverence for nature
and diversity.
CHAPTER 2
20TH CENTURY SCULPTORS
The importance ofmentors cannot be underestimated. Finding
a connection with artists of a similar persuasion creates a visual
dialogue and understanding that impacts on creative work. As more
information about ancient feminine roots becomes available, many
of the connections between Goddess related imagery and the work
of contemporary artists can be made. The following discussion
concerns artists who have a strong identity with their feminine roots
and consequently have been my mentors in the creation my thesis,
Sculptured Spirituality.
During the 20th century as artists consciously began working
from their feelings and instincts, they discovered a source of
inspiration through primitive art forms. Primitive art expressed the
intuitive and mysterious in nature. These associations began to be
understood in terms of a feminine power.
Sculptor Louise Bourgeois provides us with expressions of
nature in her work where she boldly incorporates expressions of
sexuality. Her use of primal forms transforms the symbols of the
Goddess into more archaic feminine forms. Her creations are
organic, symbolic forms that connect humankind emotionally to a
dimly remembered pre-history in which art was about sexuality and
death. She reveals herself, her mysteries, her secrets, the dark and
the ugly.
As early as 1949, in her show at the Peridot Gallery, Bourgeois
grouped her sculptures in ways that prefigure the environmental
installations of Louise Nevelson and influenced a host of younger
artists. To change the status of art as object into art as environment
was one strategy to outwit growing speculation in art as a consumer
commodity. While the art audience was unnable to purchase the
work, they could be transformed by the experience of viewing.
A viewpoint by Polish sculptor Magdalena Abakanowicz
expressed mystery at a time when it was forbidden by the existing
government. Abakanowicz created Abacans of such powerful shapes
that they seem to have a bewitching quality. Her use of simplified
shapes expresses a new vision of reality that touches on renewal and
rebirth. Her later Body Bags register simply as embryos.
Abakanowicz's sculpture and its connection with the ancient
Goddess is through its expression of birth and death.
While Abanakowicz's work expresses her human connection
with nature, Ana Mendieta expressed her separateness from nature.
Mendieta chose sculpture to define the modern world's separateness
from the spirit of the natural world. She searched for images that
would capture the power of nature and placed importance on
spirituality in art and is quoted as saying:
Art is a material part of culture but its greatest
value is its spiritual role and that influences
society, because it's the greatest contribution
to the intellectual and moral development of
humanity that can be made.6
Mendieta believed in the power of art to change lives because in the
making of her art it changed her life. The strength of her work
inspires poetic responses.
Mendieta was to outdoor sculpture what Eva Hesse was to
indoor sculpture. While Mendieta created sculpture that connected
6 The New Museum of Contemporary Art. Ana Mendieta: A Retrospective (New
York: The NewMuseum of Contemporary Art, November 20, 1987-January 24,
1988), 6.
her feelings to the earth, Eva Hesse explored her feelings by
producing sculptures with long arms that reached out to touch the
observer. The connection of Hesse's work with the feminine is in its
non-hierarchical placement. It does not function as isolated objects
on bases as in traditional sculpture, but is placed lying down or
slumped over or simply growing out of the floor or wall space. Hesse
found that because she was concerned with creating personal forms
she used only materials that she made herself, much as a
craftsperson might. Because her life and art were so closely
connected, she did not concentrate on any specific content while she
was creating. For her it was a total image that had to do with her
and life. She did not believe that art could be based on an idea of
composition or form. Her goal was to contradict everything that she
had ever been taught in art school about those things. Hesse trusted
her non-verbal, feminine instincts as is supported in the following
quote:
"At times I've thought the more thought the greater the art,"
she said in 1970.
But I do have to admit there is a lot that I'll
just as well let happen. If I really do believe
in me, trust me to let some things happen
without any calculated plan, let it come.7
Hesse and Bourgeois almost always pursued the elusive unity
of opposites. Their works are like a private encounter with
contradiction. In a certain sense the concept of opposites also
concerns the work of sculptor Deborah Butterfield. Her life-sized
horses that one would normally associate with strength and virility
are portrayed in varying stages of decay. Especially poignant is the
fact that all of them are mares. The suggestion is made of the
7 Lucy R. Iippard, Eva Hesse (New York: NewYork University Press, 1976), 192.
feminine abused by man's technological aggression and hints at
Butterfield's own position as a female artist. Butterfield is very much
aware that because of different life experiences art by men and
women is different.
I don't know that you need to be a woman to
do feminist work, or female work. But in
terms of making work, who you are
determines the kind ofwork that you make.
And I'm sure that being a male is different
than being a female. Your body is different.
I know I make different work when I'm
pregnant or nursing a baby than I do when
I'm not. I'm a different person! 8
Butterfield's sculpture reminds us that it is time for a return to
organic symbolism in art. Her work addresses the feelings and
emotions which are everywhere endangered by technology. Her
horse symbolizes instinct crippled and deformed by technology and
instrumental reason. The horse is a perverse reminder of the
instinctive life that patriarchal society has repressed in the name of
reason.
8 The Lowe Art Museum ans Chronicle Books, Horses: The Art of Deborah
Butterfield (Florida: The Lowe Art Museum and Chronicle Books, 1992), 22.
CHAPTER 3
MYTHOLOGY
While working on this thesis my search into the subconscious
for images and forms brought up many surprising connections with
past mythology. The book, Women Who Run With the Wolves by
Clarissa Pinkola Estes verified the content ofmy thesis through
references to an ancient feminine mythology. Although it is common
knowledge that myths of our culture tell us about our past, what is
not commonly discussed is the patriarchal interpretation of these
myths to the exclusion of the feminine. Through the centuries,
various conquests of nations by other nations, as well as peaceful
and forced religious conversions have covered over or altered the
original core of the old stories. Estes' research has uncovered the
skeletons of these stories which, although feminine in content, have
universal applications for both men and women in contemporary
society.
It has always been the prime function of mythology and rite to
supply the symbols and lessons of life that carry the human spirit
forward. The inherited teachings of ancient societies including
Greek, Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim, Medieval Christian and Plains
Indians all had complete sets of myths, symbols, images, and
patterns. It was the responsibility' of artists and craftspeople to use
these symbols to communicate to all levels of consciousness. 9
9 Roger Lipsey, An Art of Our Own: The Spiritual in Twentieth Century Art
(Massachusetts: Shambhala Publications, 1988), 11.
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While Freud and his followers have demonstrated that the
heroes of myth and their deeds survive into modern times, they are
interpreted from a traditional patriarchal point of view. The quest of
every man for his maleness has not served men of our time well. The
hero's journey glorified in Western tradition, and exalted by
mythographer Joseph Campbell as the human path, is a journey
away from the Mother (Goddess).
Man's search for the Father (God) has exiled him from his feminine
side and has led to alienation and estrangement between men and
women. Joseph Campbell explains mythology from a scientific and
patriarchal world view. He ignores the fact that we already have an
ancient mythology and cosmology represented by our matriarchal
past. The scientific knowledge of reality' is not incorporated into our
cosmology which is nature-in-balance. We need a bigger vision that
includes both scientific thinking and the matriarchal wisdom of the
past so that everyone, the common man and woman, can lead
visionary lives without destroying the planet in the process.
Exploring the dark side of nature, which is often denied in our
society, has a feminine reference that is ancient. In the old
mythology the symbol of the skeleton woman is a remnant from a
time when much was known about death as a spiritual transformer.
Lady Death was welcomed as a close relative, as one's own sister or
brother. In feminine imagery, the death woman was always
understood as the carrier of destiny, the maker, the harvest maiden,
the river-walker, and the re-creator, all of these in cycle. Those who
are initiated are unafraid of Lady Death because they know that
without death there can be no birth. Our culture often encourages
us to throw skeleton woman over the cliffs, for not only is she
fearsome, it takes too long to learn her ways, according to Estes.
A soulless world encourages faster, quicker thrashing about to
find the one filament that seems to be the one that will burn forever
and right now. However, the miracle we are seeking takes time, time
to find it and time to bring it to life.
ll
The abstract nature ofmy thesis, Sculptured Spirituality has a
symbolism which is more than allegorical. Thought alone could not
have produced the forms and images of the felt pieces because they
were formed in the subconscious of my mind. The work retains a
quality ofmystery that conveys transcendental thought in the form
of pattern and image. More than thoughtfulness is needed to
assimilate them fully and appreciate them at their worth.
In this thesis I attempted to represent the three aspects of
birth, death and regeneration. It was through this process that I was
able to gain a greater understanding of myself and the world. Poets
understand that there is nothing of value without death, without
death there are no lessons, no regeneration and no birth.
Time is required to contemplate the free standing sculptures
of this thesis in order to hear their messages. The free standing
forms act as sibyls standing guard at the entrance into the earth or
subconscious. They exclude those who are unwanted and allow
those who know the way. Like the muses who know how to whisper
both false tales and true, the sibyls voices reveal to some and
conceal from others. The enclosed felt forms symbolize a dream
landscape of fluid, ambiguous forms, where a succession of trials
must be survived. The aim of the magical sculptures is to focus and
crystallize emotions that are more public than private, and stand in
relation to society as a catalyst of the collective consciousness. The
outside surface of the felt represents animal pelts and a feeling state
of being one that is cohesive, soulful, and of the wildish female
nature.
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CHAPTER 4
SPIRITUALITY
The sources of 20th century spiritualism drew from the
painter Paul Cezanne, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (co-founder and
seer of the Theosophical Society) and symbolism. The theosophical
society consists of groups who seek to approach the problem of the
spirit by way of the inner knowledge. The spiritual in art confronts
us humorously, solemnly, gently, heroically, mockingly, and
resplendently with what we have forgotten. It was the mission of art
in virtually every preindustrial culture to depict the sacred. The
sacred is the realm of the larger truths surrounding and
conditioning our lives or dwelling within. It is the realm of the
hidden, and therefore of revelation.
Artists today are better able to understand the religious
undercurrent of abstract art. The reason for this change lies outside
the field of art itself and in the general culture. Abstract artists drew
from the spirituality of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Western
occultism, which are no longer fringe elements in Western culture.
Universal meaning finds its way into art with or without
intellectual effort, but it requires a certain receptivity from the
artist who turns toward that level ofmeaning. That aspect is part of
his or her inner life. The most moving abstract work resonates an
"inner sound" in such a way that it exposes the viewer to an
unexpectedly large world ofmeaning and intelligent feeling.
The spiritual in art cannot be altogether dissociated from
mystery. Looking beyond may yield greater and finer knowledge but
it often leads as well to an abiding conviction that the artist does not
13
understand all that much. When allowing the intuitive to be guide
the journey often leads to unknown areas.
The spiritual world is like the natural world. Only diversity will
save it. Radical polytheism is grounded in the view that reality is
multiple and diverse. It stands against all of the totalistic religious
and political views that dominate our society.
It says, "strive to be comfortable in chaos and
complexity."
Men and women will never understand their own creative
strength and divine nature until they embrace the creative feminine,
the source of inspiration, the Goddess within.
14
CHAPTER 5
PROCESS
Early civilizations found fiber, yarn, and natural materials
yielding vehicles to embody feelings about the spiritual and the eternal
as well as the means of physical comfort and protection. I chose felt
because of its connection to the animal world and nature. Fiber is a
natural material to humans and establishes an instant link with the
natural world. It is a very sympathetic medium because it can be
manipulated rather easily to accomodate creative concepts.
Consequently, the abstract images of my thesis found a smooth channel
of communication through this medium.
The process of making felt ,which had the capability of form, was
time consuming and not always successful. I first dyed the fleece with
acid dyes keeping a notebook of formulas and color samples. The
shapes that I decided on were softly triangular and consisted of five
layers. The first or outside layer was composed of carded wool, sisal,
goat, and dog hair. I placed this layer down vertically. The second layer
was placed perpendicular to the first and was composed of carded
black wool and sisal. The third (internal ) layer, composed of shaped
chicken wire, had dyed red wool fleece woven into the wire. The next
layer was placed horizontally and was made of carded black wool. In
the last or inside layer I achieved the impression of arteries by the use
of color and shape. With a background of black felt I incorporated
splashes of burgundy red, light and dark purple in rather long sinuous
forms. The whole piece was then secured with a synthetic screening
sewn together from front to back.
The process of felting involved two to three days ofmanipulation
for each piece. By the action of pressing together the fleece through
foot stomping and rolling the fleece using a large wooden beam, I
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eventually created felt. In order to shock the wool into felting I
splashed first cold water onto the fleece and then hot water. To keep
the fleece from separating I sprinkled liquid soap over the entire piece.
After the fleece began to felt and hold together on its own, I removed
the screening and continued stomping on the whole surface until it
held together on its own. I found it necessary to felt the pieces flat
because of the internal wiring which would have bent if rolled in the
usual manner of making felt.
The creation of the free standing sculptures took place in three
stages. First, the steel skeleton was welded together from 1 2 inch rods.
Second, small 13-16 inch irregular shapes of felt were made by
stitching carded felt into synthetic screening. The whole piece was then
manipulated by hand and put into a washing machine to complete the
felting. Third, the small shapes were stitched onto metal rods, tucking
and folding to create sensuous and organic shapes.
16
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION
We need to reclaim our intuition and imagination. Creating art by
using an intuitive approach is to rediscover our feminine roots. It
requires a retreival of the old feminine ways of dealing with existence
that was left behind thousands of years ago. The Goddess has
reappeared as a symbol of healing and transformation, and promises to
renew our culture. The artist can reinterpret these symbols and images
to create a new reality. Our decaying society is desperate for a new
vision where a respect and acceptance of diversity can create harmony
and peace.This is essential in a world where future generations are self-
destructing on drugs; where adult role models are pursuing wrong idols
that are life-threatening, not life-giving; where greed and power have
corrupted the political systems that were once created to protect;
where anger and fear have created a gun-toting society. By reclaiming
the Goddess we can redress the imbalance between the human species
and our natural environment, and between men and women. We can
explore the possibility of living in harmony and justice with all things.
Through art, many of the changes we desperately need can be realized
and, as Eva Hesse once suggested, art can change our lives.
Projected work includes articles about women and their art. As a
female artist I feel a responsibility for not only creating my own art but
writing about other female artists. It is important that women artists be
exposed to the public and not be ignored as has been done in the past.
It is time for change.
17
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